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This month’s spending data show a rebound in health spending in total and across all categories except for nursing 
home care. However, national health spending in May 2020 was still 12.7% below its May 2019 value, while the 
personal health care spending component of the total was 16.5% lower than in May 2019 (Exhibits 1 and 4). Since 
the national health expenditure accounts began in 1965, we don’t believe there has ever been negative annual 

growth in national health 
spending, yet we now see 3 
consecutive months of this 
behavior. The pattern of stable 
growth followed by 3 months of 
annual declines holds for each 
of the main spending categories 
except for prescription drugs, 
which saw a spike of 14% 
growth in March (likely 
representing stocking up in fear 
of quarantining and shut 
downs), with annual growth 
moderating to 5% in April and 
May.  

 

Nonetheless, the main story in May is rebounding spending, as shown in Exhibit 2. Personal health care is up 17.7% 
from April though still down 19.8% from February (the all-time high level). Hospital care rose 29.5% from April 
but is down 27.1% from February. Interestingly, nursing home care fell 7.2% from April and is down 12.7% from 
February. Spending on dental care has been especially volatile, rising 43.2% from April to May but still down 
44.1% from May 2019. 

The health spending share of 
GDP has sharply bounced back 
to 17.3% in May from 15.8% in 
April, and a mostly steady 
reading, prior to COVID-19, near 
18% over the past four years. 
This shows that health care 
spending is now rising more 
quickly than the overall 
economy. 

While future data will continue 
to be confounded by additional 
acute care for COVID-19 
patients weighed against 
suppressed elective care, we 
suspect that the recent 
resurgence of new cases will 
exert a net downward pressure 
on health care spending into 
the fall. 

-25.0%

-20.0%

-15.0%

-10.0%

-5.0%

0.0%

5.0%

10.0%

May
2017

Aug
2017

Nov
2017

Feb
2018

May
2018

Aug
2018

Nov
2018

Feb
2019

May
2019

Aug
2019

Nov
2019

Feb
2020

May
2020

Rebound:     
17.7%

Rebound:     
29.5%

Rebound:     
28.4%

Rebound:     
9.5%

Rebound:     
43.2%

-70.0%

-60.0%

-50.0%

-40.0%

-30.0%

-20.0%

-10.0%

0.0%

10.0%

Personal
Health Care

Hospital
care

Physician
and clinical

services
Prescription

Drugs
Nursing

home care
Home

health care
Dental

services

April 2020 annual growth May 2020 annual growth





-30%

-25%

-20%

-15%

-10%

-5%

0%

5%

10%

15%

1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020
Recession National Health Spending Change GDP Change Potential GDP Change

10%

11%

12%

13%

14%

15%

16%

17%

18%

19%

1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020

Health Share of GDP Health Share of Potential GDP

http://www.bea.gov/iTable/iTable.cfm?ReqID=12&step=1
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